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Close Enough to Thrill 


Author's Notes: 
This story contains an alternate timeline 


Bruce crept up to the door of the main dressing room, tape recorder poised for mischief. 

Through the crack between the door and frame he could see Steve sitting at the long dressing table, feet up, 
chair tilted back on two legs. He was gesturing with a sheaf of papers towards Adrian, who Bruce could only 
see in the mirror. 

That's a point, he thought, ducking back slightly and checking the reflection to ensure he couldn't be seen 


He tucked the microphone into the gap and pressed record. 


"| mean, I've just read this latest lot." Steve was saying, thrusting the papers at Adrian, who sat silently in his 


seat. "It's bonkers, | mean, folkie nonsense at best." 


‘Ooop, Arry doesn't sound appy" thought Bruce, "Poor Smiffy's going to have to do a rewrite." 


"| dunno" Steve shook his head, and threw the papers on the table. "He's such a great singer, but this..l'm 


gonna ‘ave to tell tim" 
"Singer?" Bruce's cogs whirred. "Who is he talking about?" 


A door slammed at the end of the corridor behind him, the draught pushing past his body and making the top 
few pages slip to the floor. 


With a jolt of realisation Bruce recognised his own handwriting. 
Before he knew what he was doing, he was in the room. 


Standing in the middle of the floor, the two men staring at him, he froze, eyes on the papers on the ratty 
carpet in front of him. 


He pulled himself together quickly. 


"Alright chaps, what's going on in here then? Found this recording device in the corridor, thought it might 


belong to one of you." 
He pretended to see the papers for the first time. 


"Hang on a minute, they're MY lyrics you sly dogs. ‘Arry, | always knew you were a cheeky cockney geezer but 
nicking lyrics?" 


Steve fumbled for words but Bruce didn't want to give him the chance to say what he'd said again. 

He tutted as he bent and scooped up the papers off the floor. 

‘ll be taking these away from prying eyes." he thrust the untidy pile under his arm, gesturing at them with 
the tape recorder. 


"Bloody gold this is, 24 carat gold" 


And he spun on his heel and swept out of the room, leaving a gaping Steve and a silent Adrian staring at the 


open door. 


His own velocity kept him going for a good fifty feet down the corridor before he suddenly slowed, and then 


slumped against the wall. 


His heart was pounding, and not just from adrenaline. 


He'd worked bloody hard on those songs, the pressure of the tour, the constant travelling from city to city, it 


had almost broken him. But he'd found something, something that seemed to pour out from deep inside him 
onto the page. 

He'd bared himself to Steve by giving them to him. 

And now Harry was rejecting it. 

He'd told himself he could do without the band. That it was ridiculous to work yourself into the ground like this. 
He'd hardly seen Paddy since they were married. He could walk down there and tell Harry to do one. Stick his 
uptight band right up his arse. 


But he knew it was just bravado. All that ego and filth was just a cover for how vulnerable he felt. Out there 
on stage every night, begging them to love him. 


The anger and upset burst out of him, he punched the air uselessly, limbs flailing at nothing, his throat aching 


with emotion. 

He didn't notice Adrian slip up to him, didn't hear his voice until his hand was on his shoulder. 

"Come on mate, let's get you out of this corridor.” 

The voice, like his presence, was instantly calming. 

Bruce let himself be guided into a small room, the tape recorder and the papers were released from his 
clenched fingers and set to one side, and Adrian settled him in a big arm chair, giving his arm a quick squeeze 
as he sat. 


With the touch of his hand, all the anger seemed to go out of him, leaving a welling up of sorrow and defeat. 


He sank back in the chair, realising his eyes were wet with tears. He swiped at them, horrified to be crying 


about this. 


Adrian still sat silently, leaning forward, his cool blue eyes gazing compassionately at Bruce as he struggled to 


regain his composure. 
" What were you going in there anyway, Mr Guitar Hero?" 


His voice sounded harsh and bitter in his own ears but Adrian's face was still calm as he let out a sigh and 


rubbed his eyes with his palms. 
| went in to tell Arry | quit.” 
Bruce gaped at Adrian. 


"You QUIT?" 


The other man nodded, a grim sort of smile on his lips. 
"Fucking hell Smiffy, | didn't even know you were thinking about it, what happened?" 


"I've just had enough Bruce. Haven't you? The bloody endless touring, the way the writing's gone all to shit. | 
dunno, | just don't feel involved, Steve's taking over." 


It was as if he'd plugged straight into his head 

"You could do it too mate” 

He didn't hear it at first, the other maris voice was so soft. 

"Eh? Leave the band? Leave Maiden?" He tried to sound shocked but he knew it sounded hollow. 


Adrian, in typical form, shrugged, leaving Bruce's brain buzzing. 


Man of Sorrows 


Author's Notes: 
Edited to include missing sections 


Months later he found himself standing, shivering, outside the door to Adrian's place. He hadn't slept in days, 
Paddy was occupied with the new baby and he felt supremely alone. 


Standing in the studio on that summer afternoon, he'd been thrilled. It had worked, it had really worked. His own 
stuff, out there. That extended play out, the hook that reeled them back in, the way it all fit together, and 
plenty of that "folky nonsense" Arry had hated so much. Fuck you Arry! 

He had held the finished album in his hands. He'd done it. 

He'd rung Adrian straight away that day, as soon as he'd come out from Steve's place, glowing with 
achievement and certainty. 

He'd given him what for and told him he was out. He'd like to see what Flash Arry did with his band now. 
Adrian had been a bit distant though. Ok, so he'd congratulated him, but there was none of the ex-Maiden 
comradeship that Bruce had somehow expected, and needed. 

"Great news mate." was all he'd really said Then started talking about a some guy he was working with that he 
could introduce to Bruce if he ever fancied a change of style. Was he just as bad as Arry? 

He'd shaken it off and gone home to Paddy, to rest in the familiar glow of her love. 

And then it had panned. The album flopped, the tour flopped, the video hardly even made it into the shops. 


Instead of the love and adoration he needed from the crowd, he felt indifference and spite. Spite that he's 
broken up Maiden, the band they loved, spite that he'd ruined their music. 


He'd been replaced pretty much straight away and they'd carried on regardless. 
So now he was here, shuffling his feet on Adrian's doorstep, having to ask for help. 
He pressed the doorbell and waited, nibbling on an already ruined thumbnail. 


"Hello mate." He felt it at once; that calm that Adrian brought with him. "Come on in" 


It was like he'd been expecting him. Two mugs stood on the side, kettle just beginning to whistle as they came 
in through the kitchen door. Adrian clicked off the gas, poured the steaming water into the mugs and then 


pulled out a packet of chocolate digestives. Bruce's favourites. 
Bruce slumped into a chair by the window in the warm kitchen, and waited for Adrian to bring his tea 


The silence wasn't awkward. It was companionable. Adrian was a couple of years older than him but Bruce felt 


comforted, as if by a much older friend. 


He looked up as Adrian approached with the teas. Reaching up to take the mug from his hands, he met his old 
band mates eyes, deep and sharply blue. 


He waited until they were both sitting, Adrian crossing his legs comfortably and resting his elbows on the 


arms of the chair opposite. 

"Ie fucked it" he mumbled. 

Silence. 

He looked up through his eyelashes. Adrian sat patiently, waiting for the rest. 


So he puked up the whole sorry mess, every detail of how he'd failed, losing money, respect, and, he almost 


whispered, love. 

By the time he'd finished he felt drained The tea had gone cold and Adrian stood to make him another. 

Bruce turned to him in confusion, anger and shame rushing up into his throat. 

"Is that it? Another brew? Aren't you going to say anything? Fucking hell mate, some help you are." He 
struggled up out of the chair, shoving his hair out of his face, and crashing straight into Adrian. He hadn't 
seen him move from the stove. 

The words froze on his lips as he looked into the familiar blue eyes of his friend. They blazed with an icy rage 
that Bruce had never seen before, the force of it made him stumble back against the arm of the chair. 
Adrian caught his wrist, and he found himself unable to move. Sweat broke out on his forehead, his heart rose 
into his throat. 

| can help you." he hissed "if you can stop all this dumbfuckery’ 

The blue eyes seared into him 


"Dya think you can do that mate?" 


Bruce managed to nod, his mouth too dry to speak. 


"Nice one. Right, lets get started" 

Adrian released Bruce's wrist and he fell back over the arm of the chair, his whole body shaking. Staring 
across the kitchen, he saw the same quiet young man, brewing up, humming a nonsense tune to himself, the 
hand that had just gripped his own resting on the counter. Who the fuck had that been? What the fuck had 
that been? 

He shoved his hands under his thighs to try calm himself down, 

The tea was delivered, and Bruce took it, watching Adrian closely. They were eye to eye for a long moment. 
He looked tired, and worn for a second, and then a grin and a raised eyebrow reanimated his face. 


"So, we gonna take down that smug cunt Harris or what?" 
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Darkness comes 
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It was 4am. 

Freezing wind but his cheeks and earlobes. Bruce stumbled out into the street. 

But inside he was warm. 

Adrian had put out a hand, nodding to encourage him to take it, and hauled him up out if the chair. Bruce had 
flinched at the first touch on his skin but it was just a hand, and he started to wonder if he'd imagined the 
whole thing. 

Opening up once more under his questions, Bruce had tentatively laid out what he had been hoping for with the 
album, the tour, everything. His own work, appreciated, loved even, a kick in the cunt for anyone who ever 
doubted him. 

Once he had him by the hand, he led him into the hallway, and towards the cellar, down stairs that were 
thickly carpeted and well lit. At the bottom was a heavy door that swung open to reveal a state of the art 
recording studio, tastefully done, and littered with expensive guitars. 


Bruce thought of his own home, the tired terrace with mismatched furniture, and felt a twinge of envy. 


"Nice innit” Adrian picked up one of the guitars, a brief electrical hum rising up as he twisted the dials and 
slipped it over his body. 


Bruce watched as the guitarist's slim fingers went to work on the instrument, releasing a sound at first gentle 
and contained that then opened up into something with exquisite power. He felt his body react, his stomach 
clenching with excitement, the blood starting to race, hairs rising on his neck. 

Adrian stopped abruptly, his back to Bruce. 


"Don't stop! Fucking hell, that's phenomenal!" 


Adrian didn't turn, didn't speak, didn't keep playing. 


"Smiffy? Adrian?" Bruce laughed nervously, fists clenching at his sides. 


"Oh come on man, get a fucking grip, its Adrian" he muttered to himself, and approached, still rather 
tentatively, one hand outstretched. He could feel the warmth of the other man's body on his palm when the 
music started again, low, insistent, a steady vibration of sound that slid into Bruce's body. Only now did Adrian 
turn towards him. Bruce stepped back in confusion. The guitarists hands were slack and still on the neck and 


body of the instrument. 
"How're you doing that? Some fancy tech wizardry?" 
Bruce heard the quiver in his voice and mentally kicked himself. 


Adrian's eyes were fixed on his, his face pulled into a nervous, fearful grin As Bruce watched, the other man 


started to giggle, a thin sound, full of breath. 
"Adrian, Adey, c'mon, where're the cameras? You're fucking with me aren't you?" 
He had to shout over the music now, as it climbed and roared around him. 


He hardly saw the man move, but there he was, right in front of him, close enough to feel his breath. Bruce 
stepped back, stumbling a little, and Adrian caught his wrist again. But it was tender this time. Bruce recoiled a 
little at the word but that was how it felt. 


‘Its going to happen now." 
Despite the raging music, every word was clear. 


He watched, almost detached from himself as Adrian tipped his head and brought his lips down on his in a 
deep, strong kiss. He tried to shift backwards again, panic thrilling through him. Adrian held him fast. Bruce 
tried to struggle, to push against the skinny chest in front of him but instead found himself somehow relaxing 
into the kiss, feeling the heat of it soften his resolve. 


Feeling him give, Adrian lifted his other hand, pushing his fingers into Bruce's long hair, drawing his head closer. 
Their lips opened and tongues touched, Bruce drawing in breath at the sensation, gripping Adrian's hip, tilting his 


head and pushing his tongue further in. He wanted more, whatever was happening he wanted it and more. 


He felt Adrian's hand slide up his arm and rest on his shoulder, one of the slender fingers sliding under the 


collar of his tshirt, then another, moving, caressing the skin on his neck, a thumb against his jaw. 


Needing more, he slid his own hand under fabric, his fingers running over goose bumps, pushing below the belt 
of Adrian's jeans, moulding to the exquisite curve of his arse, pulling him in against his swelling cock, every 


nerve desperate to be closer, to feel more, to have more of this man. 


Insistent fingers on his throat drifted lower until Adrian's hand was on his shoulder, but now the fingers 
digging in, squeezing the bones until he thought they'd snap. The pain was incredible, slamming down from his 
shoulder to his feet. He screamed, pulling back and gripping Adrian's wrist, trying to pull him away, but the grip 


was too strong, his arm was like iron. 


He tried to fold his body down to the floor, slapping pathetically at Adrian's hand, but he was held upright, the 


hideous rictus grin just a hairs breadth from his face. 


All the while the music got louder and louder, high notes piercing his eardrums. He tried to cover his ears but 


his left arm was paralysed with pain 


Begging and weeping at Adrian to stop, to let him go, he started to lose consciousness, his words slurring and 
slipping. Blackness pricked with glittering stars crept in around his vision, he felt vomit rise in his throat, and 


over Adrian's shoulder a huge, dark presence crept closer, ever closer. 


Another winter's tale is done 


When he'd come round he was on the floor of the studio, flat on his back. The pain was gone. In fact, he felt 
like he was floating on a thick cushion of warm air. He had carefully rolled his left shoulder. Nothing. Flexed his 
joints. No streaks of agony, but a burst of thrilling heat and strength. 


Bruce felt amazing. 


He'd sat up, one smooth easy move, and there was Adrian, sat against the wall opposite him, one foot flat on 


the floor, knee up, watching him. 

"What the fuck just happened?" 

Looking around for a missile, Bruce pulled off his shoe and threw it across the room. 
Adrian had ducked to the right and locked up at Bruce now, a relieved grin on his face. 
"How are you feeling mate?" 


Bruce tested his body again. He felt good, his body felt like he'd trained for a tour but hasn't had to do the 
gruelling seven gigs a week. Strong, full of energy. He told Adrian so. 


"But.but.what happened?" 

Adrian's low chuckle rose up, and so did the anger from earlier. 

"What the fuck was all that ninja shit? Why did you do that? | fucking passed out from the pain, you cunt" 
"You want to take on Steve, we needed something.extra® Adrian's voice was calm, but firm. 


"I told you about my mate, the one who was helping me with my sound" He waited for Bruce to nod before 


continuing. 

"Well he's your mate now too." 

Bruce opened his mouth to speak but Adrian got in there first. 

"There's a lot of questions. | can answer them. First though, are you ready to work?" 

Bruce found that he was. He nodded silently, and watched his friend pull on a guitar, and set up a microphone. 


"No pressure, just let it come. We'll start easy.’ 


Leaning back against the wall, eyes on Bruce, he began to play, low and sweet, building slowly into something 


with more menace and power. 


It was too much, too much unanswered, the thought of Adrian's distorted face, the pain, the black shape 
before he passed out.he started to shiver, closing his eyes and clinging to the mic stand. 


BOOM! 


A great bloom of images, racing towards him. His eyelids snapped open again. Adrian was still watching him, 
playing that slow rhythm on repeat, waiting for Bruce to come in. His blue eyes were intense and searching and 


Bruce closed his own eyes against them. 


Again, that rush of colour and shape, he could almost feel the air pushing past him as it came. 
This time he gritted his teeth, squeezed his eyelids down and forced himself to watch, to experience it. 


Then he opened his mouth and started to sing. 


No shakiness, no squeak of an unprepared voice, a rich, powerful sound that surprised him and made his eyes 
open, looking to Adrian to check he was hearing this too. The other man nodded, grinning, shifting his weight 
into both feet and upping the volume, breaking through with a new thread. 


And so it had gone, for hours, all night. Flying into the sea of images, the power of the guitar stirring them up 
faster and faster. 


And his voice never tired. Sweat dropped off him, sliding over his skin, his hair in damp rats tails, but his voice 
went on, golden and strong. 
He'd watched Adrian tip back his head, exposing his throat, eyes squeezed shut with pleasure. 


He saw him wear through one pick and then another as they played on and on. 


He'd lost count of the songs they played, every one full of the thrill of something new, something great, 


something dangerous . 

Once, he had stopped, the silence after the music buzzing in his ears, and started to laugh, and found he 
couldn't stop. 

He clung to the mike stand and then let himself drop to the floor, roaring and wiping away tears. 

"Adey, did you press record?" he managed, laughter bursting out of him. 


"| don't need to. You can carry on all night. We can. This is a new start mate. A new world." 


Later they'd talked, upstairs in the kitchen again, Adrian pacing, excited gestures flinging our from his body. 
What they would do, what it meant, how they would do it. 


"But what IS it?" Bruce kept asking, trying to keep up with this strident version of his friend. Eventually Adey 
stopped, leaning on his palms on the kitchen table. He grinned and his eyes sparkled, but his laughter was 
nervous. 

"You're going to think lm bonkers." 

"I already do mate. | don't think I've seen you move so much my whole life." 

Another grin. 

"Come on, lets have it. How mad can it be?" 

It had been mad. 

"There's this fella Jack. He drinks in The Crown. I've seen him down there, and he's seen me. After | left Maiden 
he says he's seen me in there more, and what am | up to? Well at the time I'm trying to make stuff work, I'm 
pouring everything into Urchin, money, time, blood sweat and tears, the usual, but nothing doing. | guess | had 
one too many but all of a sudden I'm pouring my heart out to this chap. And he wants to help me." 

"Help you? Help you how? | still don't get what.” 

"Bruce, what did | tell you earlier?" 

The table creaked from the force of Adrian's hands on it and Bruce shut up. 

"So | think ‘fuck it and | go with him to this dodgy looking warehouse by the river. He's an old geezer | think | 
can take him if there's any shit. Its dark and he starts talking about this friend of his, wants to help me out 
too. Lots of people suddenly want to help me out. He hands me a guitar, a nice one, and gets me to play. | think 
is this an audition? What? And then the pain. Like it was for you. So I'm sorry. But afterwards, well, you heard 
me down there." 

Adey spread his hands and grinned. 

"Hang on a minute. Are you saying you made some kind of..some kind of pact?" 

"| guess | did" 

Adrian is so unconcerned, so excited, so full of the new, Bruce can't resist. He starts to laugh. His feet are up 


on the coffee table, he roars with laughter, slapping the arms of the chair, and looking at Adey, he sees him 


laughing too, tears rolling, stomach heaving, and ready to go. 


Star Children 


GIGGING -BRUCE POV 


I'm back. That feeling is back. The thrill of the dingy backstage, warming up, hearing the crowd, sweaty and 
rowdy just a few feet away. | 


We didn't want to wait for a promoter to build a tour and sort everything, so | just called round a list of 
thirty venues, dropped my name and asked for a slot. We had tapes ready to courier to doubters, but no one 
asked. Booked solid for a month, mates turning up to play support. 

We scattered a few tapes around London, dropped them into record shops, left them in venue toilets, got a 
few delivered to the right radio stations. We took out a few ads in the music papers, Paddy designed the 
posters and off we went. 

That first night, | can't describe it. Packed out venue, kids chanting my name, H's teeth gleaming white in the 
dark before we went on. Any nerves melted away as that sound unfolded out of us, as sweet as a river of 
wine. 


They loved it. They fucking ADORED it. Girls were fainting. BLOKES were fainting! 


It just got better too. People queuing out the door, our reputation spreading like wildfire. People were talking 
about us on the tube, writing about us in the papers, and we started talking about bigger venues. 


About three weeks in | met Adrian for a pint one afternoon in the Rose in Fulham. | was late and, pushing open 


the snug door, | saw him with his head buried in the paper, propping up the bar. 
| slid in next to him, signalled the barman and gave him a nudge. 
"Reading your horoscope?" 


He didn’t laugh. Actually he looked pretty fucking grim. 


The barman came over, swiping a cloth across the bar in front of us. | ordered a pint but Adrian covered his 


glass. "Not for me mate." 


As soon as | had my drink he pretty much dragged me across the pub to the furthest corner, pushing me 
into a seat so we were both facing the room. 


"What's pissed you off?" 


He just pushed the paper in front of me and prodded a story halfway down the page. | gave him a look and 


then read through the thing. Some kid at a rock gig collapsing and acting weird afterwards. 
| frowned at him. 

"And?" 

He prodded the paper again. 

‘Look at the date. Look at the venue.” 

| looked. 

"Ok, so it's one of ours is if? Another kid's passed out from too much of a good thing?" 
"Its not the only one. 

He pulled a wad of clippings out of his coat pocket, spread them out on the table. 
"Check you out Clark Kent 

"Don't be a fucking dick Bruce. Just look at them. Here." 


He pulled out one from the middle. 


"The Oak, two kids pass out, acting weird. This one, the Palace, this girl goes down, her sister doesn't recognise 


her. This one, last week, just sitting in his room listening to the tape over and over." 

| read through. 

"There's a lot of good stuff here. They're all into the new stuff. Can't stop listening," 
"CAN'T stop! Don't you think it's..weird? Listening on repeat." 

"So we're good!" 

He leaned back, thumping the table with his fist. He bit his lips, furious about something. 
"I've seen something.” 

Its almost too quiet to hear. 


"What? What've you seen? Pink elephants? Jesus?" 


He's silent for an age. 


"What did you see? That night? 


There was something there, wasn't there? | could see you look behind me." 


"What? Well, | saw. saw.." | couldn't make myself say it. [td been so long since that night, is convinced myself 


it wasn't real, Adrian's face told me he knew. 

"Well I've seen THAT. In the venues, at the back, while we're playing, I've seen it come in, Ive seen it! 

"Hts so dark in those places." 

"Im telling you I've seen it. | know what we're in, | know what WE'VE decided, but no one else has decided" 
He pushed the cuttings at me. 

"They haven't decided’ 


| felt a long shiver travel up my spine. The memory of the night in his basement studio, the pain, the black 
shope.. 


"Ill look out for it tonight.” | promised. 


Honestly, | almost didn't care. It gave me the shivers, | relived the memory of that pain, but | didn't really 
believe there was something dark stalking our gigs. 


We rocked up at the venue that night and Adrian was there, looking pale and strained. | ignored it. We were sold 
out again and the queue was round the block to get in. The old buzz was back and | wanted to get out there 
and do my thing. 


The support came off, the venue staff went on and set up our stuff, basic, mics, drums, we carried on 


guitars. The chanting went up, faster faster faster 
"Bruce Bruce Bruce Bruce" 


And we were on. Blasting through it, new stuff we'd worked on setting them alight. | spotted a woman in the 


front row, young, dark haired, red lips, reaching up to me as | leaned over the monitors. 

Adrian's guitar hit me in the back and | nearly fell down her cleavage. He was staring at the back of the room. 
| glanced up, trying not to lose my rhythm. 

Was there something there? It was fucking dark. 


Then | saw it. 


Wrapping around a young lad at the back. 
He..he just danced on It was hard to see..and it was gone. 


| looked at Adrian. He was green with fear, somehow still playing. 
| shook my head and grinned, trying to show him it was nothing, but | couldn't pull it off. 


We stumbled through the last part of the set and fucked off the encore. | got caught up in the corridor and 


by the time | opened the dressing room door he was gone. 


